Crailing Kirk : Sunday 24 May 2009 : John 7 : 37-52  
Today is Ascension Sunday, when we remember Jesus being taken up into heaven before the very eyes of the disciples. This was an odd affair indeed, of which Jesus had spoken in the most elusive fashion. Things like : Where I am going you can’t follow now, but you will follow later [John 13.36] ; It is for your good that I am going away [John 16.7] ; Now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father [John 16.28].

But the disciples didn’t want Jesus to go away, and they certainly wouldn’t have agreed that his departure would be for their good. They had Jesus back with them now, after that traumatic weekend of the cross and the empty tomb, and that’s just how they liked it, thank you very much. They didn’t want to let go of Jesus again, ever, but of course Jesus was right, as usual. For them to grow, He had to go.

To make sense of all that the Ascension means, we need to understand a few important points about how and why Jesus came to earth, and did what he did on earth – what the theologians call the Incarnation. We all know that Jesus was Son of God, but in fact, more often than not, he spoke of Himself as the Son of Man. 

Now don’t glaze over here, please, it all may sound very technical but in fact it has a potentially immense impact on your life. In fact, if we don’t get this, we probably won’t fulfil God’s destiny for our lives. That’s how important it is. According to John 1.32, which we read many months ago now, when Jesus was baptised, the Holy Spirit of God came down upon Him, and that was the point when Jesus began His ministry.

In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul speaks of Jesus as the second Adam – whereas back in Eden, Adam, the first man, messed up the entire future of the human race and handed over the title deeds of creation to the devil, Jesus came to restore humanity and reclaim authority over creation for God’s people. Stay with me here, it’s not as complicated or confusing as you might think. Jesus did that, Jesus redeemed us from the curse, by getting right what Adam had got wrong, but He could only do that by becoming fully human. 

Adam used His human freewill to dishonour the Word of God, to disobey God’s will, and in consequence brought upon all his human successors the curses of disease, suffering, poverty, conflict, frustration and death. But Jesus, the Son of Man, used His human freewill to honour the Word of God, to obey God’s will, and in consequence brought upon all his human successors the blessings of health, prosperity, freedom, fulfilment, peace and everlasting life. He did through His humanity submitted to God.
Jesus ministered, not as Son of God, but as anointed son of man. The Word became flesh, as we saw in John 1.14, and lived among us. Of course Jesus was the Son of God, and had been since before time began, and will be for eternity, but whatever He did on this planet He did as one of us. Now in case you think I’ve gone over the boundaries into fruit-loop territory here, let me prove what I’m saying from God’s Word.

We see in Hebrews 4.15 that Jesus was tempted in all points as we are, yet without sin. Now we know that must be talking about Jesus as a man because James 1.13 tells us that God cannot be tempted by evil. In Gethsemane, Jesus prayed : Dad, everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not my will, but yours, be done. That’s in Mark 14.36. Now, again, unless we see God having a clinical case of split personality, that must be the human Jesus, the Son of Man, battling to stay obedient to God in the face of the most powerful temptation, to cut and run from the cross.

And on the cross itself, if you look at Mark 15.34, we hear Jesus quote from Psalm 22 : My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Again, that must be Jesus as Son of Man, as God cannot forsake Himself. From the point of His baptism, when the Holy Spirit fell upon Jesus, and an audible voice from God spoke : This is my Son. Listen to Him ; to the very end when Jesus breathed His last : It is accomplished : the Lord’s ministry was to live this human life the way it was always mean to be lived.

There was only one thing truly unique about the ministry of Jesus, the cross itself, that central moment of all history when all human sin for all time, all human suffering for all time, all human disease for all time, was completely, totally and permanently wiped out by the blood of Jesus, Son of God, Son of Man. Only Jesus had both the authority and the vulnerability, the power and the powerlessness, to do that, and He did.
In every other aspect of His ministry, He was leading the way for all believers, for all time, to follow. 2 Corinthians 5.17 says that if we are in Christ, we are a new creation – one commentator says, a whole new species of being. In Romans 8.29, Paul says that God knew his people in advance, and he chose them to become like his Son, so that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.

Just as Adam was the first of the old human race, destined to be losers through unbelief and disobedience, Jesus is the first of the new human race, destined to be more than conquerors through faith and obedience. You and I get to choose which humanity we belong to. If we want to stick with Adam, selfish, frustrated, conflicted, discontented, perhaps even with a thin veneer of religious respectability over a lifestyle of struggling to get by, more fool us. Jesus did not die for us to be part-time Presbyterians.

Instead we can choose the Jesus option, but it is a full-time commitment and not all our family, friends or colleagues will like it. If pleasing people matters more to you than honouring God, true faith in Jesus will cost you, but I urge you to think about it in these terms, and here I quote from Jesus Himself, on the night He was betrayed.

I tell you the truth, anyone who believes in me will do the same works I have done, and even greater works, because I am going to be with the Father. You can ask for anything in my name, and I will do it, so that the Son can bring glory to the Father. Yes, ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it! That’s what Jesus said, John 14.12-14. Do we even begin to comprehend what this might mean for us, if we choose to let it?   
It means that the original destiny for the first humans : God blessed them and said to them, Be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it [using all its vast resources in the service of God and man]; and have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and over every living creature that moves upon the earth [Genesis 1.28] is our destiny. Jesus paid the awesome price of the cross to redeem creation from the hands of the devil, and then he handed it over to those who put their faith in Him.

Matthew 28.16-20 : Jesus said : I have been given all authority in heaven and on earth! Go to the people of all nations and make them my disciples. Baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to do everything I have told you. I will be with you always, even until the end of the world. 
That is the gauntlet Jesus throws down to every single human being. What do you want to do with your life? Do you really want things to be as they have been, a struggle from one crisis to another, no victory, no fulfilment, health dodgy, finances dodgy, marriages dodgy, families dodgy, personality dodgy? Do you really want to be harking back to the good old days that never were, or will you look forward in faith to where Jesus want you to be, slap bang in the middle of His best plan and purpose for your life?

Let’s do ourselves a favour, stop playing at church, snap out of our sleepy twice-a-year nod-to-God stuff and get with His plan for our lives. In our text today Jesus promised that, if we just trust Him, He will do great things through us. On the last and greatest day of the Feast – guess what, it was communion then as well! – Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, "If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. 
Let me ask : are we thirsty for something better in our life, for an answer to our fears and our problems, for a fresh sense of meaning and purpose? Then stay with this as Jesus continues : Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him." By this he meant the Holy Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified. 
It wasn’t until Jesus returned to His rightful place in Heaven for eternity that God could complete what He wanted to do through Jesus, and that was to release the Holy Spirit – God’s living presence in every believer, the same power and authority that Jesus had, as Son of Man, flowing freely from each and every person who truly believes in Him – if you think that sounds too good to be true, look at Ephesians 1, which says that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead is freely available to all who have faith in him. 

That is God’s vision for His church, for rivers of living water, of love and compassion, of healing and restoration, to flow through each one of us. We’re called to be like Jesus, to do the same things Jesus did, with the same power and authority that Jesus had here on earth. I pray that today, around His table, the Lord will confirm that calling in each of our hearts. And if that doesn’t get us dancing in the aisles, I don’t know what will!
